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ABSTRACT 



In the post Cold War era, the East-West conflict may be succeeded by a new 
confrontation which pits an industrialized North against a developing South. In June 
1992, world attention was fixed on the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. This event 
marked a milestone in global environmental awareness; but just as the end of the Cold 
War has provided new opportunities for the US, the world is now faced with new sources 
of conflict which have advanced to the forefront of the national security debate. Among 
the new sources of conflict, environmental problems are rapidly becoming preeminent. 

Within national security debates, those environmental problems which respect no 
international boundary are of particular concern. Worldwide deforestation, and the related 
issues of global warming and the loss of biodiversity, represent a clear threat to national 
security. Two percent of the Earth's rainforests are lost each year; one 'football field' is 
lost each second. Deforestation has already led to conflict and instability within several 
regions of the world including Southeast Asia. 

The United States must recognize the character and dynamics of these new sources 
of conflict in order to successfully realize its policy aims in national security. The US 
should preempt conflict through cooperation and develop a shared concern tor the 
environment throughout the world. The US military may play a key role in this effort. 
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"... tor the land belongs to me and to me you are only strangers and guests." 

Leviticus 25:23 (Jerusalem Bible) 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A. THE ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY DEBATE 

This thesis explores the future role of the environment in national security by 
focusing on conflict surrounding the tropical rainforests of Southeast Asia. The process 
of defining the relationship between the environment and national security is just 
beginning. Even considering the environment as a national security issue remains a 
subject of debate. Daniel Deudney in his article entitled "Environment and Security: 
Muddled Thinking," states that "Ecological degradation is not a threat to national 
security; rather, environmentalism is a threat to national security attitudes and 
institutions.” 1 Robert McNamara, former Defense Secretary and World Bank President, 
thinks the environment-security coupling is "illogical," not because the environment is 
unimportant, but because it is too important to include under the national-defense 
umbrella. Doing so, he argues could lessen the sense of urgency around environmental 
problems. 2 



Daniel Deudney, "Environment and Security: Muddled Thinking," The Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists (April 1991): 28. (Deudney is die Hewlett Fellow in Science, Technology, and Society at the 
Center for Energy and Environmental Studies, Princeton University.) 

^Michael Satchell, "The Whole Earth Agenda." U.S. News and World Report, 25 December 1989, 51- 
52. 
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The linkage between the environment or other nations' environmental polieies and 
America's national security is not readily apparent. Over the last 40 years, under a policy 
of containment, two characteristics defined a nation’s vital interests. First, a vital interest 
was one on which a nation would be unwilling to compromise. Second and related to the 
first, a vital interest was one over which a nation would go to war. 3 In the "New World 
Order," this traditional construct of a nation's vital interests is too limited. America's 
vital interests must be redefined as we enter an era filled with new opportunities as well 
as new threats to America’s national security. In the "New World Order," America may 
seek compromise while protecting its vital interests and its national security. 

Today, an environmental policy of another nation, inconsistent with that of the US, 
may not be sufficient cause for the deployment of US forces; yet, ecological degradation 
on a large scale, including deforestation through its contribution to global warming and 
the loss of biodiversity, may have an impact on the national security of the US. On 
another level, ecological degradation may lead to instability in regions of the world where 
the US has growing military, economic and political interests. What seems to be 
necessary is not a new paradigm or new definition of national security with the 
environment at the center, but rather a broadening of our traditional view of national 
security to include the environment and to address the long and short term consequences 
of ecological degradation. 

Not all environmental problems are a threat to national security. Some criteria must 
be established to prioritize environmental threats. This thesis proposes four orders of 
criteria that are readily suggested from environmental threats present today. Within 
these criteria, a fourth order environmental threat is one which effects only one nation. 



■‘’Dennis M. Drew and Donald M. Snow, Making Strategy: An Introduction to National Security 
Processes and Problems (Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama: Air University Press, 1988), 28. 
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